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T he relationship between design process and business systems has beenof interest to both practitioners and researchers exploring the numerous
opportunities and challenges of this unlikely relationship. Often the relation-
ship is presented as building design thinking capability within an organization,
which can be broadly described as the union of design and strategy. Brown
(2008) notes that design thinking is ‘‘a discipline that uses the designer’s sensi-
bility and methods to match people’s needs with what is technically feasible
and what business strategy can convert into customer value and market oppor-
tunities’’ (p. 1). The value that design thinking brings to an organization is a
different way of framing situations and possibilities, doing things, and tackling
problems: essentially a cultural transformation of the way it undertakes its
business. The work of Martin (2009) has clearly shown the generalized differ-
ences between design thinking and business thinking, highlighting many
instances in which these differences have been overcome, but also noting the
many obstacles of trying to unify both approaches within an organization.
Liedtka (2010) encourages firms to try and persist in overcoming these barri-
ers, as she has noted that ‘‘business strategy desperately needs design ...
because design is all about action and business strategy too often turns out to
be only about talk ... fewer than 10 percent of new strategies are ever fully
executed’’ (p. 9).
Although much has been achieved with the design thinking movement in
recent years, the challenges in the practical adoption of this approach to sys-
tematically achieving organizational growth targets remain. The challenges
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generally have moved from building
awareness of the value of design
thinking to building leadership to
support this activity. To address
these challenges, the authors prefer
the use of the term design-led, which
encapsulates the focus away from
looking at specific processes and tools
to enabling design thinking to be
embedded as a cultural transforma-
tion process within a business. Being
design-led requires a company to
have a vision for top-line growth
within its business, one based on
deep customer insights and expanded
through customer and stakeholder
engagements, with the outcomes
being mapped to all aspects of the
business to enable that vision to be
achieved. Organizational leadership
gaps have often been identified as a
key hurdle in achieving this goal
(Bruce and Bessant, 2002; Lock-
wood, 2010; Mozota, 2006). This
article reveals the gaps in organiza-
tional leadership that are required to
ensure such a process is successful
and presents a conceptual framework
to enable design-led process to be
adopted within an organization.
Research approach
The motivation for this research
originated from the first author’s
experience as a design practitioner
and educator who has, over the
past five years, seen a significant
transformation in the role of design
in business. During this period, the
first author has been engaged with
many companies across many sec-
tors and sizes to assist them in
becoming design-led, through the
delivery of long-term design inter-
vention approaches. Companies
have ranged in size from multina-
tionals to small and medium-sized
enterprises and startup enterprises.
Therefore, in the spirit of Schön’s
Reflection in Action Paradigm, this
research presents observations cap-
tured during the first author’s
immersion into the data through
his practice over this period of time.
Using Schön’s framework (1983) as
a foundation, and being situated in
the domain of the study, the ongo-
ing research outcome of revealing
new understandings by undertaking
an in situ review of authentic busi-
ness transformation is presented.
Key to this approach was the devel-
opment of a framework to better
understand the value of design in
business. This work has previously
been reported in Bucolo and
Matthews (2011). As part of this
discovery, gaps in organizational
leadership have been identified as
key to enabling the model to be
adopted by business.
Design-led innovation framework:
linking strategic and operational
activities through design-led
propositions
The proposed conceptual framework
(Figure 1) has been developed to
assist companies who have the desire
to grow through embedding the
strategic value of design within their
business. The framework developed
acknowledges that within any busi-
ness a continuum exists between
operational and strategic activities,
and these activities have both an
internal and an external focus. Dis-
tinct organizational groups and staff
are tasked with these different activi-
ties and have specific key perfor-
mance individuals (KPIs),
dependent on their functional role
within the organization. Core to this
framework is that to achieve growth,
any innovation should create change
Figure 1. Design-led innovation framework.
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at all levels of the business. There-
fore, a key objective of the model is
to identify and design these changes
at the time of product conception
and at following stages, rather than
being limited to product launch.
Although it is possible to start
at any particular point, the frame-
work is best described by starting at
the observation stage. Observation
requires the firm to commit to
engaging with its customers early in
the design process and going
beyond shallow customer insights.
Typically, organizations are not
clear about who their customers are
or about the range and diversity of
their customers, and therefore tools
such as a customer journey map are
used to help identify the value
stream and stakeholders, from
which ‘‘day in the life’’ narratives
can be developed. The challenge
identified with this stage is one of
ensuring that companies stay open
to observation and resist the
temptation to begin to move to
discrete solutions or react to
specific customer demands. This
challenge has been raised by
Verganti (2009), who proposes in
his Design-Driven Innovation
framework that firms need to seek
out the radical change in meanings,
which go beyond purely user-
centered observations.
Introducing the concept of
reframing has been one strategy
that has proved to be effective in
achieving this. Reframing requires
the firm to take an observation and
translate it into meaning rather
than solutions. During this stage
the firm is challenged to constantly
ask why the observation occurred,
rather than how it can be solved. It
is the meanings that are developed
during this stage of the process that
are critical. In the initial implemen-
tation stage of this framework,
ensuring there is sufficient time to
undertake this task is often a chal-
lenge because companies do not see
the value in spending time on this
activity. Another challenge is the
discomfort and difficulty that com-
panies face in thinking in unaccus-
tomed ways, outside their previous
mindsets, and a mentor or facilita-
tor is often essential to raise the
tough questions and work beyond
established patterns.
In order to help capture and
communicate these insights, the use
of narratives is recommended. Sig-
nificant interest in the role and
value of narrative as a design pro-
cess has grown in recent years
(Beckman and Barry, 2009; Den-
ning, 2005). This interest has
occurred as firms move from focus-
ing solely on product offerings to
include user experiences. The pro-
cess of storytelling lends itself to
retelling the softer aspects of the
insights and allowing the story to
be built upon by other members of
the team. The final narrative then
embeds the identified observations
and meaning in the form of an
opportunity. The framework refers
to these identified opportunities as
propositions, as they do not repre-
sent actual product concepts at this
stage, but rather the physical mani-
festation of the observations and
meanings, which can be used to
provoke further discussion with
stakeholders.
What has been described thus
far (as visualized through the left-
hand side of the framework
depicted in Figure 1) does not
impact on strategy, and this process
can continue independently with
just the expertise of the product
development staff to refine the
proposition with external customers.
However, what is critical at this
stage is that the proposition is then
cross-referenced with the company
strategy or, more likely, that a com-
pany strategy is developed from the
proposition. Therefore, the proposi-
tion needs to be enhanced through
a better understanding of company
strategy and brand values.
Presenting the proposition as an
integrated value statement informed
through company strategy and brand
values will allow for a broader cri-
tique and engagement for both inter-
nal and external stakeholders. It will
allow for staff to see the potential
impact on their functional roles and
for senior management to better see
the link to company strategy or if
company strategy should be changed
to execute this opportunity. Once
the competitive strategy has been
considered, a review against the
brand promise and messages can be
undertaken. Again, this should be
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done to both inform the proposition
to increase its maturity and to chal-
lenge the existing brand promise.
Within the framework, this
alternating review across operational
and strategic insights with both
internal and external stakeholders
continues until the proposition
matures and all risks are mitigated.
However, this review generally
occurs with two separate teams
within the organization: operation-
ally focused staff and strategy-
focused teams. The ongoing
prototyping of the proposition is
key, and this needs to both be
informed by and inform these
two groups. Conversely, the propo-
sition should also challenge each
group and modify organizational
activity as required. Once the firm
believes the proposition is at an
appropriate level of maturity, the
company can move toward a solu-
tion phase and a revised vision
stage. These latter stages should not
present much difficulty, as they will
build on the thinking that has
informed the development of that
maturity.
Revealing organizational gaps and
challenges
The firms that have been exposed to
this framework have had little diffi-
culty in conceptually understanding
the approach. However, when the
model moves from a theoretical
framework into an organizational
process, several challenges and gaps
are generally revealed. In an attempt
to highlight these, the following
hypothetical case study has been
developed to demonstrate the organi-
zational leadership gaps in adopting a
design-led approach.
XYZ is a hypothetical established business within the consumer
manufacturing sector. The CEO (Shelley) believes she has a strong
management team who share a passion for innovation and sustainable
growth. The company believes it has a strong culture that provides a
collaborative team environment to ensure both company and individual
KPIs are achieved. The company aims to compete within the top three
for each category of product or service it operates within. This structure
has enabled the company to achieve stable economic growth over the
past five years.
Throughout the global financial crisis, the firm has seen its market share
decline in some categories, and Shelley has decided to establish a
number of strategic cross-functional teams to develop a significant
product innovation within the categories that have seen the most
decline. Shelley would like to ensure that these product innovations will
be launched within a 12- to 18-month time frame, which is feasible,
given the sector they are competing within. She has handpicked team
leaders and asked them to be innovative in their approach to address
the innovation challenge.
This narrative will follow the journey of one team member, Doug, as
he focuses on creating the game-changing innovation using the design-
led innovation framework discussed above.
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Doug comes from a marketing background and has been with the
company for over five years, which has allowed him to see many
aspects of the business. He is not a designer, but has been exposed to
many of the design tools that his design colleagues commonly use. This
has allowed him to develop an appreciation of design. However, given
the organizational structure and internal processes, he has not had the
opportunity to use these tools in any detail to date.
Doug’s assessment of the market challenges led him to select a core
team with a background primarily in customer insight. Doug felt the
needs of the company’s target customers had changed during the
financial crisis and that understanding these new customer needs would
identify new opportunities.
In his first weeks of undertaking the project, Doug and his team
reviewed the extensive market research undertaken by the marketing
department. His concern was that this was all historical data captured
prior to the global financial crisis—something that his market col-
leagues disputed, indicating that they regularly update with market
intelligence from a number of key accounts.
However, Doug wanted to go beyond just these few accounts and
better understand the target customer’s concerns in the aftermath of
the financial crisis rather than their comments on XYZ’s existing
product portfolio. Therefore, he suggested a process of deep
customer engagement, a technique he has learned from his design
colleagues. Doug noted to his team that this process might take
some time and added that the group might not immediately have
the skills to work with customers in this way, but that he had set
aside time to train them in the new approach.
Although the team was grateful to learn new skills, there were
some rumblings of concern that the new approach was adding a
significant time delay and would not reveal any new insights.
In the coming weeks, Doug’s team focused on capturing market insights
firsthand. As mentioned above, Doug already knew a fair bit about the
key account customers, but he wanted to ensure that a broader view of
the category was gained, and so he began to contact less familiar
customers as well as some who had not purchased his company’s
product for a number of years. This caused some stirs outside of the
project team because they felt their key accounts were generally highly
representative of the category.
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When Doug’s team came back from their customer ‘‘deep dive’’ and
began to analyze the volumes of information gathered, they initially felt
overwhelmed by the question of where to start. Doug invited senior
management to participate in the knowledge development stage. This
caused further concerns within the company: The head of marketing
was baffled as to why they had not used the rigorous data provided by
his team, and the research and development manager felt this team was
taking too long to start development.
However, Doug had encouraged his team to be persistent with the
approach and continue to mine the data collected. Through persistence
and exploration, his team had identified a theme around a particular
customer insight that they felt had opportunity for further develop-
ment. However, rather than jump to a conclusion or solution, Doug
challenged his team to dive deeper into the insight and further test their
assumptions. Essentially, he was asking his team to go from mere
observations from which solutions could be easily identified to meaning
revealed through multiple observations from a broad cross-section of
stakeholders.
However, this persistence also added time to the process, further
worrying the team that they would not be able to meet the deliverable
deadline, having not yet begun to look at technical feasibility or a
business case in any real detail.
To help generate the deeper meaning around the observations
generated, Doug wanted to engage stakeholders early in the process.
His goal was to take to the first review meeting an idea that he felt was
sufficiently de-risked through a process of customer engagement.
Therefore, he asked his team to develop some quick and dirty
prototypes around the proposition they had developed and to work
with some customers and stakeholders to explore and build on these
ideas. The team collated this activity in the form of customer stories.
The team, however, was also increasingly becoming concerned that
they were not focusing on developing the requirements that were
generally expected at a project review meeting.
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At Doug’s first project review, he presented the process and design
proposition, but rather than look for confirmation, he challenged the
senior management review team to build upon the product idea by
questioning whether the idea fit with the existing company strategy
and brand and how these could be altered to support the idea. Again,
he was encouraging the internal stakeholders to build meaning through
the quantifiable observations made.
The management team did not respond positively to this line of
questioning and heavily criticized the project, which had a significant
impact on Doug’s team’s motivation and confidence. The management
team felt the project should have been further advanced and
questioned how this idea fit with company strategy and brand.
Doug fully agreed, but he was not in a position to question company
strategy and brand values, so he needed an alternative approach.
To build confidence back in his project and team, Doug needed to
demonstrate the value of the opportunity and the risk in launching such
a product without making changes to some of the internal company
activities that underpinned their brand.
SoDougandhis teamsetaboutworkingwithbothexternal customersand
internal divisions to build maturity in the product idea and also the business
opportunity—in parallel. This extra engagement (and co-creation) involved
taking theproposition and allowingdifferent groups todeconstruct the idea,
but also in the same process rebuild the product through quick prototyping.
It also involved identifying where the product did not meet company brand
and strategy and what changes would need to be made to both in order to
allow the company to prototype them within the same process.
From a customer perspective, those who participated felt empowered to
be included in this process. From an organizational perspective, it became
clear that a revised business model was needed and therefore different sales
capabilities and channels needed to be considered from the onset. This
outcome was a significant departure from the existing business model and
the company’s brand.
Through Doug’s constant engagement with his senior management
teams, he felt he was starting to get some traction in highlighting the
risk of launching the idea without addressing the internal change.
However, the internal divisions were only willing to accept that only
some of their capabilities would be valid, so Doug used the same
approach of codesign with each of the internal divisions to develop
trade-offs with his proposed idea and their internal capabilities to
achieve the best fit to meet the needs of their customers. Again, this
engagement took time, but as the approach progressed, the company
felt it had a plan to launch the innovation.
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New organizational leadership
capabilities
Through the exploration of this
framework in various settings, initial
observations have revealed that own-
ership of the proposition is often
unclear within an organization, and
generally it requires a new role and
responsibility. The term design leader
is sometimes used to describe this
role, but the authors believe that it is
more than just a leadership role that
requires design capability, because
design leader implies primarily an
advocacy role. In addition to advo-
cacy, the role also requires a deep
understanding of operational
requirements, business needs, and
strategy, and therefore something
more like a design interpreter is
needed—someone who can influence
and synthesize opportunities across
the organization. Norman’s (2010a,
2010b) notion of transitional engi-
neering—a third discipline inserted
in the middle of business and design
to translate between the abstractions
of research and the realities of prac-
tice—may provide a solution.
Described as transitional developers,
these people act as translators, con-
verting research from the design field
into the language of business while
also translating business into design
problems for designers to first
address.
This gap is vast and, in order
to bridge it, new knowledge, new
skills, and even a new type of
practitioner are needed. It is a gap
that can only be overcome by an
intermediary: a translation team
that can speak both languages
and cross all areas of the
business.
Beckman and Barry (2009)
provide a useful framework for
the learning styles required
for developing design-thinking
capabilities within an organization.
As the project neared its launch date, it was clear that Doug’s project
was not in a form that justified the traditional company launch plan. Too
many unanswered issues had been raised, and the answers could not be
provided through just a product offering. However, the work that
Doug’s team had undertaken both in the product and in challenging
some company fundamental assumptions was sufficiently developed to
allow a soft launch. This involved a limited release of the product
through a new distribution channel with a revised sales model.
In the coming weeks, Doug’s product was well received through the
limited release. Customers were excited by XYZ’s new offering and
approach. Word started to spread into other markets, and a demand for
the product started to gain significant traction.
Internally at XYZ, excitement was also starting to build as to the new
opportunities the innovation enabled across the organization. Shelley
and her team started to roadmap the opportunities and strategize
around activities to plan for the business transformation that would be
required to enable these multiple opportunities. However, Shelley soon
realized her biggest challenge was not in the rollout of the specific
process, but in finding ‘‘new Dougs’’ within the organization who had
the leadership to challenge assumptions across the business units, and
in changing the company’s culture to allow such an approach to be
consistently adopted.
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They identified the following four
learning styles design teams require
to move through four distinct
elements of design-thinking
activities:
d Diverging: Good at seeing
concrete situations from
multiple viewpoints
d Assimilating: Good at
understanding a wide range of
information and putting it in
concise, logical forms
d Converging: Good at finding
practical uses for ideas and
theories solving problems
d Accommodating: Good at
sharing from hands-on
experience (p. 86)
Beckman and Barry (2009)
also identified that cross-
functional teams require variance
not only in functional expertise,
but also in the four learning
styles. They note that the
leadership rotates within the
group based on which learning
style is required for each particular
phase of the project.
The research for this article
builds upon these insights and
highlights the need for new
organizational capability when
adopting the design-led innovation
framework. In the hypothetical
example provided above, the
capabilities of Doug’s fictitious team
align with the four dimensions that
Beckman and Barry (2009) have
identified. However, Doug’s own
leadership style extends these capa-
bilities and is critical to the success
of the approach.
Design thinking in a
cross-functional team
We can go back to the hypothetical
story above and isolate the three
leadership capabilities we have
identified.
First: maximize design-thinking
learning styles
At the outset of the project, Doug’s
responsibility is to maximize the
effectiveness of his team’s skills and
knowledge and to supplement it with
new skills and knowledge where gaps
have been identified. He needs to
make the most of the team’s poten-
tial to create a competitive advantage
through the process of working with
external stakeholders to gain insight
and engagement. To evolve the
maturity of the idea and create
further competitive advantage,
Doug must provide the necessary
conditions to undertake this
activity within the firm. Thus,
the first leadership capability
centers on providing the necessary con-
ditions to maximize the design-thinking
learning styles of a cross-functional
team to create a competitive
advantage through ongoing
stakeholder engagement.
Second: align competitive advantage
The second leadership capability
focuses on aligning the identified com-
petitive advantage to company strategy
and brand values, thereby further
strengthening the competitive differ-
entiator of the idea. In Doug’s
example, this involved contextual-
izing the proposition at a very early
stage in the project, which not only
allowed critique against company
strategy and brand to inform the
resolution of the idea, but also to
challenge the meaning of that strat-
egy and brand to create a compel-
ling competitive advantage.
Third: enhanced productivity of the
process
The third leadership capability
moves away from a focus on compet-
itive advantage and focuses on scaf-
folding the team with the necessary
internal resources and guidance to
enhance productivity of the process.
In Doug’s example, this team
scaffolding was manifested as the
following: providing counseling
when the team experienced setbacks
and negative criticism of its progress;
contextualizing the approach with
senior management and divisional
staff; redefining and steering the pro-
cess based on new insights and provid-
ing ongoing updates as to the
justification for change; and constant
mediation and synthesis between the
operational and strategy teams and the
internal and external stakeholders.
Conclusion
Working with companies in the
initial exploration of this frame-
work has indicated that they need
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to realize they must address the
identified gaps in organization
leadership in order to successfully
transition to a design-led organiza-
tion. These gaps are partially due
to the fact that there are only a
few experts in any given company
who demonstrate these qualities
and are in a position to instigate
the necessary change. Although
there are early indications that the
design-thinking movement has
highlighted the need to embed
design capabilities within project
teams, it is the authors’ opinion
that these efforts are being
diluted if the gaps in organiza-
tional leadership have not been
identified.
Addressing these organizational
gaps and raising the level of aware-
ness for needed change inside firms
is an ongoing project. Prototyping
possible organizational leadership
approaches to these challenges
requires experts (educators) and
firms to build long-term relation-
ships. The approach suggested by
the authors is to undertake this
through embedded, practice-led
research projects to explore possible
organizational leadership solutions
and approaches. Although such an
approach will lead to long-term,
deep company insights and theory
building, there is also a clear need
to accelerate learnings within firms
to ensure they are able to capitalize
on their innovation efforts as the
global economy exits from its recent
downturn.
We believe that universities
can play a critical part in helping
fill the organizational–leadership
gap. Currently, many courses are
being made available to assist in
growing design-thinking skills
within businesses, and these pro-
grams need to be expanded. Uni-
versities are well positioned to
take a leadership role in providing
such knowledge through practice-
based research activities. This
approach to learning enables both
the awareness level and the capa-
bility gap to be addressed within
one activity. The authors plan the
next steps in this research study
to address the way in which such
an approach can be achieved and
scaled across different-sized
organizations. &
Reprint #12071BU16
References
Beckman, S., Barry, M. (2009).
‘‘Design and Innovation through
Storytelling.’’ International Journal of
Innovation Science, 1(4), pp.
151160.
Brown, T. (2008). ‘‘Design Thinking.’’
Harvard Business Review, June,
8592.
Bruce, M., Bessant, J. (2002). Design in
Business. London: Harlow.
Bucolo, S., Matthews, J. (2011). ‘‘A
Conceptual Model to Link Deep
Customer Insights to Both Growth
Opportunities and Organisational
Strategy in SME’s as Part of a
Design-Led Transformation
Journey.’’ In J. Cai, J. Liu, G. Tong,
A. Ip (eds.), Design Management
toward a New Era of Innovation
(pp. 245252). Hong Kong: Hong
Kong Convention and Exhibition
Center.
Denning, S. (2005). The Leader’s Guide
to Storytelling: Mastering the Art and
Discipline of Business Narrative. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Liedtka, J. (2010). ‘‘Business Strategy
and Design: Can This Marriage Be
Saved?’’ DMI Review, 21(2), pp.
611.
Lockwood, T. (Ed.). (2010). Design
Thinking: Integrating Innovation,
Customer Experience and Brand
Value. New York: Allworth
Press.
Martin, R. (2009). The Design of
Business: Why Design Thinking Is the
Next Competitive Advantage. Boston:
Harvard Business Press.
Mozota, B. (2006). ‘‘The Four Powers
of Design: A Value Model in
Design Management.’’ Design
Management Journal, 17(2), pp.
4453.
Norman, D. (2010a). ‘‘Technology
First, Needs Last: The Research-
Product Gulf.’’ Interactions, March,
pp. 3842.
Norman, D. (2010b). ‘‘The Research-
Practice Gap: The Need for
Translational Developers.’’
Interactions, August, pp.
912.
Schön, D. A. (1983). The Reflective
Practitioner. New York: Basic
Books.
Verganti, R. (2009). Design-Driven
Innovation: Changing the Rules of
Competition by Radically Innovating
What Things Mean. Boston:
Harvard Business Press.
27
Gaps in Organizational Leadership
Author biographies
Dr. Sam Bucolo is a leading aca-
demic and practitioner in the emer-
ging field of design-led innovation,
which aims to transform business
through embedding design capabil-
ity within an organization. Through
multiple practice-led and applied
research projects, a better under-
standing of the relationship of
design-led innovation to business
strategy and organization value is
the core of Sam’s research. Sam has
published widely on this topic and
has undertaken several significant
projects with a wide variety of firms
to be recognized as a leader in this
field.
Dr. Cara Wrigley is an emer-
ging leader in the discipline of
design-led innovation. Building on
her solid practical industry experi-
ence and combining this with her
scholarly understanding of emotional
design, she is developing a unique
understanding in the value of design
to business. Specifically, this focuses
on strategies to design business
models that have an emotive custo-
mer engagement. Cara has pre-
sented and published widely in the
field of design-led innovation and
currently is leading several initiatives
to build her expertise in this field.
Dr. Judy Matthews builds on
more than 10 years of experience
researching innovation, learning,
and knowledge sharing in work-
places, and investigates design-led
innovation in small and medium
enterprises. Judy has presented and
published widely on this topic, link-
ing design-led innovation to entre-
preneurial strategies and
organizational strategic renewal,
with a future publication in the
Journal of Asia Entrepreneurship and
Sustainability.
28
Des ign Management Journa l
